Assembly and antigenicity of hepatitis B virus core particles.
Recent studies in Xenopus oocytes and other systems have led to an understanding of the HBV capsid, or core particle, assembly process. Nascent HBV core polypeptides rapidly dimerize. Accumulation of free dimers to a signature concentration (approximately 0.8 microM) then triggers a highly cooperative capsid assembly reaction. This dimer-to-capsid transition is accompanied by a switch from HBe to HBc antigenicity and appears to be nucleated by interaction between core protein and RNA: deletion of a protamine-like RNA binding domain at the C-terminus of the core protein markedly increases the concentration of dimers needed to drive capsid assembly. The simple assembly pathway seen for HBV capsids mirrors that of R17 bacteriophage.